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Deaf connections and global conversations: deafness and education in and beyond the British 
Empire, c. 1800-19001                                                                                                   
In the early 1850s George Tait, docked in Jamaica on the way to the US where he intended to seek his 
fortune.i Tait had recently left the Edinburgh Deaf and Dumb Institution and was eager to travel. 
:KLOVWGLVFKDUJLQJWKHVKLS¶VFDUJRhe madHHQTXLULHVIRUµDYHU\\RXQJDQGKDQGVRPHQDWLYH¶ZKR
hHKDGNQRZQDWVFKRRO%XWWR7DLW¶VGLVDSSRLQWPHQWKHFRXOGµQRWOHDUQDQ\WKLQJRIKLPIXUWKHU
WKDQLWZDVVXSSRVHGKHPXVWKDYHEHHQWDNHQDVDVODYH¶ii In his memoir, in which this conversation 
ZDVUHFRXQWHG7DLWGRHVQRWQDPHWKHµKDQGVRPHQDWLYH¶but given the dates Tait was at the 
Institution it is likely that he was Thomas Hislop, a Jamaican boy, born of an enslaved mother, who 
was sent to the institution by a Scottish missionary. 
This conversation, like so many cross-colonial conversations, is disconnected and incomplete, raising 
more questions than it answers. The old school friend could not be found. The dock-ZRUNHU¶V
DVVXPSWLRQWKDWµKHPXVWKDYHEHHQWDNHQDVDVODYH¶points to the continued collocation of race and 
slavery after Abolition and represents HiVORS¶VGisappearance from the historical narrative. The 
attempted reunion of Edinburgh Institution alumni never happened. But it is nonetheless a 
conversation I have found useful in thinking about how the lives of deaf people were informed by and 
FRQWULEXWHGWRWKHµQHWZRUNHG¶%ULWLVK(PSLUH7KHLPDJHRIDZRUNLQJ-class deaf Highlander looking 
for a friend made in Edinburgh in Jamaica raises several questions about imperial networks that I wish 
to explore. Firstly, in marked contrast to questions of race and gender, the power dynamics around the 
difference of disability have not yet been considered in colonial historiography. Recovering the lives 
of disabled people adds another subaltern group to a history of imperial mobility and networks which, 
despite recent work, has been dominated by elite lives.iii Further, thinking about ability and disability 
can alter the way in which we approach colonial identities and the embodied dynamics of Empire.iv 
Even at the most basic level, the conversation illuminates the assumptions we bring to understandings 
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RIFRQYHUVDWLRQRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQDVHGXFDWHGLQWKHµVLOHQWPHWKRG¶7DLWGLGQRWVSHDNDQGKLV
communication with the dock-workers would have been in writing (he carried a slate), signing, or 
gesture.  Secondly, the conversation challenges the idea, popularly assumed in Foucauldian 
GLVFXVVLRQVRIWKHQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\DVXVKHULQJLQµDJUHDWFRQILQHPHQW¶RIWKHµLQVDQH¶DQGRWKHU
disabled others, that deaf institutions were places of isolation, not of friendship and connection.v 
:KLOVWWKHµ+LVWRU\RI'LVDELOLW\¶KDVVWDUWHGWRJDLQJURXQGDVDGLVFUHWHKLVWRULRJUDSKLFDOILHOGPRVW
existing work is nationally bound thus inadvertently reinforcing associations between disability and 
stasis.vi But, as in the circulation of other forms of knowledge, disability was constructed across and 
between different global sites; ways of understanding, treating and representing disability were carried 
through transnational and transcolonial networks and disabled people themselves had mobile lives and 
global connections. Thirdly it draws our attention to how friendship and affiliation based on a shared 
experience of disability could form affective connections of Empire, which, like those of family, 
could cross racial difference and geographical distance.vii ,GHDVDERXWµ'HDI&RPPXQLW\¶intersected 
with ethnicity and nationhood as ways of belonging forged through transnational and transcolonial 
networks.  
In this article I argue that despite strong metaphorical ties between deafness and the inability to 
connect, nineteenth-century Deaf networks provide an excellent example of how, in David Lambert 
DQG$ODQ/HVWHU¶VZRUGVµLGHDVSUDFWLFHVDQGLGHQWLWLHVGHYHORSHd trans-imperially as they moved 
IURPRQHVLWHWRDQRWKHU¶viii As I will demonstrate, educative institutions brought large numbers of 
deaf people together for the first time, facilitated the spread of signing, and formed hubs of Deaf 
identity and culture. Practices of deaf pedagogy were developed and contested across multiple sites; 
the meaning of deafness was debated transatlanticly; ideologies of ableism intersected with changing 
attitudes towards race; and embodied knowledges and practices of deafness circulated as deaf 
individuals increasingly moved around the globe and formed transnational communities. The story of 
deafness in the nineteenth century is one of the many connected histories of Empire, but it also 
stretches beyond the British Empire to intersect with developments in the US and continental Europe. 
Deaf webs and networks were µFRORQLDO¶LQthe sense that they were influenced by emotional and 
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psychological ties between metropole and colony and bled into networks of missionaries, education, 
migration and settlement. They were also µWUDQVQDWLRQDO¶in the sense that that French, German and 
American developments constantly intersected with the creation of colonial knowledge and Deaf 
Britons connected with other Deaf people in the US and in Europe with as great a sense of affiliation 
as those within the Empire. All these movements and connections shaped how deafness was 
understood, treated, represented and lived.  
)ROORZLQJUHFHQWZRUNQRWLQJWKHµOXPSV¶OLPLWDWLRQVDQGJHQHUDOXQHYHQQHVVRIFRORQLDOQetworks, I 
am also mindful of how the contingencies of Deaf networks and points of mutual mis-communication 
were also formative.ix It is important to resist the ablest temptation to label these broken networks 
µGHDIFRQQHFWLRQV¶%XWWKHPHWDSKRULFDOLPDJHV around deafness and the projection of 
µXQUHDFKDELOLW\¶RQWRGHDISHRSOHLVSHUKDSVKHOSIXOLQH[SORULQJKRZthe GHDIKDYHEHHQµVLOHQFHG¶
both historically and historiographically and how languages of difference of all sorts have fragmented 
networks as well as forging them. Networks are not alZD\VH[SHULHQFHGDVµFRQQHFWLRQ¶; sometimes 
there are very strong feelings of disconnection, as well as actual barriers to connection, which persist. 
I tackle these issues from three perspectives: the transnational circulation of ideas and practices 
facilitating the spread of deaf education; the mobility of pupils at deaf schools and the connections 
they forged through travel and migration; and the institutional and imaginative connections enjoining 
deaf institutions transatlantically. Whilst these connections can be mapped widely, for the purposes of 
this article, I take the Edinburgh Institution for the Deaf and Dumb, the institution where both Tait 
and Hislop studied, as focal point in my narrative.  
Circuits of information: Civilising the Deaf Mute 
During the eighteenth century, deaf people became subject to increasing medico-pedagogic expertise 
and public concern across much of Western Europe.x $V0XUUD\6LPSVRQKDVDUJXHGLQµFRQVWUXFWLQJ
a framework for the participation and inclusion in political life of subjects, the Enlightenment also 
SURGXFHGDVHULHVRIV\VWHPDWLFH[FOXVLRQVIRUWKRVHZKRGLGQRWTXDOLI\LQFOXGLQJ³LGLRWV´DQG
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³SULPLWLYHUDFHV´¶xi :LWKLQ(XURSHWKHµGHDIDQGGXPE¶2 were a particularly worrying group; from 
Herder to Kant it was claimed that speech was the source of civilisation and the deaf must therefore 
be bestial.xii Others argued that speech enabled human thought and was thus integral to the human 
condition, also placing deaf people outside humanity.xiii From a different perspective, others argued 
WKDWµXQDEOH¶WRKHDUµWKH:RUGRI*RG¶GHDISHRSOHZHUHµXQ&KULVWLDQ¶.xiv From the mid-eighteenth 
century, the newly reconfigured sociaOFDWHJRU\RIWKHµGHDIPXWH¶RSHUDWHGDVDSRZHUIXORIVLJQLILHU
of difference. Deaf people were thought to be incapable of religious belief; rational thought; paid 
work; moral action; or good parenthood.xv Although deafness is an invisible disability, its difference 
ZDVUHDGRQWRWKHERG\RQHKHDULQJPDQUHIOHFWHGRQWKHµIDFHVRIGHDI-PXWHV¶KHKDGHQFRXQWHUHGLQ
WKH0DUJDWH'HDI$V\OXPUHPDUNLQJWKDWKHFRXOGµLPDJLQHQRWKLQJPRUHSDWKHWLFWKDQWKHDQ[LRXV
look of a deaf-and-dumb child, the utter lost expression of it, the sense of being cut off from you, of 
EHLQJRXWVLGH\RXUZRUOGDFUHDWXUHRIDQLQIHULRURUGHU¶xvi Deaf people were depicted as suffering 
EHLQJVZKRVHERGLHVDQGPLQGVGHPDQGHGUHVFXH7KHGHDIFKLOGZDVFODLPHGWRODERXUXQGHUµDUXGH
lDQJXDJHRIJHVWXUH¶µLJQRUDQWRIWKHDXWKRURIKLVH[LVWHQFH¶ODFNLQJµDOOWKHJUHDWWUXWKVRIQDWXUDO
DQGUHYHDOHGUHOLJLRQ¶KDUERXULQJDµSURSHQVLW\WRHYLO¶DQGEHLQJµDEXUGHQVRPH¶µWURXEOHVRPH¶DQG
µPLVFKLHYRXVPHPEHURIVRFLHW\¶xvii In Britain, these discourses of otherness intersected with those of 
colonial difference7KHORQJVWDQGLQJFODLPWKDWGHDISHRSOHZHUHµKHDWKHQ¶VWDUWHGWRUHVRQDWHZLWK
LPDJHVRIWKHµKHDWKHQ¶RWKHUVRI(PSLUHEURXJKWEDFNWRPHWURSROLWDQ%ULWDLQE\PLVVLRQDULHVDQG
travellers.xviii  Sensational constructions of uneducated and unsocialised deaf people raised fears about 
µSULPLWLYH(XURSHDQV¶DWDWLPHZKHQµVDYDJHU\¶ZDVEHLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\ORFDWHGRYHUVHDVxix This 
WKLQNLQJGHYHORSHGLQLQWHUVHFWLRQZLWKFKDQJLQJLGHDVDERXWµUDFH¶GUDZLQJRQVKDUHGODQJXDJHVRI
SKUHQRORJ\µSULPLWLYLVP¶DQGHYROXWLRQxxAs such, deaf people attracted the attention of doctors, 
educationalists, and Christian missionaries, all concerned, in different ways, ZLWKµFLYLOLVLQJ¶WKHLU
bodies and minds.  
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 'XHWRLWVRIIHQVLYHFRQWHPSRUDU\FRQQRWDWLRQV,KDYHJHQHUDOO\DYRLGHGXVLQJWKHWHUPµGHDIDQGGXPE¶,Q
this instance, however, as in several others, the phrase is necessary to indicate the social group under 
construction which was defined as much thrRXJKµPXWHQHVV¶DVWKURXJKGHDIQHVV 
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(GXFDWLRQZDVFHQWUDOWRWKHSURMHFWRIµUHFODLPLQJ¶WKRVHSXVKHGWRWKHPDUJLQVRIµFLYLOLVDWLRQ¶
including colonial and disabled others.  Deaf education became a testing ground for the experimental 
DQGµVFLHQWLILF¶PRGHORIHGXFDWLRQDQGWKHGHYHORSPHnt of the medico-pedeological expert. As with 
WKHVSUHDGRIRWKHUµVFLHQWLILF¶NQRZOHGJHVXFKGHYHORSPHQWVZHUHFDUULHGthrough all kinds of 
networks both colonial and transnational.xxi 7KH)UHQFK$EEpGH/¶(SpH-1789), combined his 
observations of the sign-language of deaf-Parisians with the manual alphabet recorded by the Spanish 
SULHVW-XDQ3DEOR%RQHWWRGHYHORSWKHILUVWZKROO\µPDQXDO¶VLJQHGIRUPRIGHDIHGXFDWLRQxxii In 
Germany meanwhile Samuel Heinicke (1727-GHYHORSHGDQµRUDO¶V\VWHP (based on insisting deaf 
people articulate and lip-read the vernacular); over the next two hundred years a bitter rivalry 
GHYHORSHGEHWZHHQµRUDOLVWV¶DQGµPDQXDOLVWV¶7KHLUWHDFKHUVIRUPHUVWXGHQWVDQGDSSUHQWLFHVWRRN
their teaching methods across continental Europe, Britain and America. Both systems demonstrated 
WKHµHGXFDELOLW\¶RIGHDISHRSOHSUHYLRXVO\EHOLHYHGLPSRVVLEOHEXWLQFUHDVLQJO\FRQVWUXFWHG
GLVDELOLW\DVVRPHWKLQJWREHµWDPHG¶xxiii The first British deaf institution was opened in 1760 by 
Thomas Braidwood: its results were said to be impressive.  Samuel Johnson visited the school on his 
IDPRXVMRXUQH\WRWKHµ:HVWHUQ,VODQGVRI6FRWODQG¶DQGZDVSOHDVHGWRµVHHRQHRIWKHPRVWGHVSHUDWH
RIKXPDQFDODPLWLHVFDSDEOHRIVRPXFKKHOS¶. The prospect gave him hopeµDIWHUKDYLQJVHHQWKH
GHDIWDXJKWDULWKPHWLF¶KHPXVHGµZKRZRXOGEHDIUDLGWRFXOWLYDWHWKH+HEULGLHV"¶The body marked 
DVµGLVDEOHG¶DQGWKHERG\PDUNHGDVHWKQLFDOO\GLIIHUHQWZHUHWKXVFRQQHFWHGLQ-RKQVWRQ¶VWKLQNLQJ
both, it now sHHPHGFDSDEOHRIµFLYLOLVDWLRQ¶.xxiv 
,WZDV%UDLGZRRG¶VJUDQGVRQ-RKQ%UDLGZRRGZKRHVWDEOLVKHGWKH(GLQEXUJK,QVWLWXWLRQIRUWKH
Deaf and Dumb (heron, Edinburgh Institution) in 1810 (the original Braidwood Academy having 
relocated to London some years HDUOLHU,WVREMHFWUHLWHUDWHG\HDUO\LQLWVDQQXDOUHSRUWVZDVµWR
UHPHG\RQHRIWKHPRVWFDODPLWRXVDQGDIIHFWLQJLPSHUIHFWLRQVWRZKLFKKXPDQQDWXUHLVOLDEOH¶. In a 
typical mixture of the religious and secular aims of deaf education, it aimed µWRZLWKGUDZWKDWHYLO¶E\
ZKLFKWKHPLQGVRIGHDISHRSOHKDGEHHQµUHQGHUHGLQDFFHVVLEOHWRWKHOLJKWVRIWUXWKDQGUHDVRQDQG
WRWKHEOHVVHGOLJKWRIUHOLJLRQ¶xxv From its very beginning the school and its staff were shaped by 
transnational connections. Soon after it opened, John Braidwood left the institution and emigrated to 
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America where he hoped to profit from connections between the Braidwoods and the US established 
through wealthy American students educated in first Braidwood Academy. He founded deaf schools 
in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Virginia (all of which folded due to his irresponsible and troubled 
ways). Meanwhile, the London Braidwood Academy trained Robert Kinniburgh, who returned to the 
Edinburgh Institution as its new principal.  
Under KinnibXUJK¶VOHDGHUVKLSWKH(GLQEXUJK,QVWLWXWLRQIORXULVKHGDQGLQVSLUHGWKHIRXQGDWLRQRI
similar institutions in Aberdeen, Glasgow, and Dundee.xxvi It was a public institution that aimed to 
bring deaf education to the poor and, whilst there were always private pupils, the vast majority of the 
students were supported by a complex web of benevolent organisations including the Ladies 
Auxiliary, specific bequests, and individual parish funds both in Britain and abroad. Like other 
philanthropic organisations it was also supported by regular donations from its governors, some of 
whom had their own imperial connections: John Pringle, the East India Company Agent to the Cape 
of Good Hope, was, for example, a regular contributor.xxvii For a long time instruction was primarily 
delivered by the µVLOHQWPHWKRG¶FRQVLVWLQJRIVLJQLQJILQJHU-spelling and written English. In line with 
the International Conference of Milan where most European states and the US agreed to abandon 
sign-language in favour of oral deaf education, there was, however, a switch to oralism in the 
1880s.xxviii  
Pupils from many places: mobility and migration 
During the nineteenth century the number of pupils at the school fluctuated between about fifty and 
about seventy before rising to unprecedented levels at the end of the century as legislation made 
primary education compulsory (though deaf children were not explicitly incorporated into such 
measures until 1893). All pupils were deaf (with most being unable to sense load noises). Their 
deafness resulted, among other things, from illness, congenital deafness, and accidents; diagnoses 
reflected shifting global understandings of the causes of deafness. The geographical origins of the 
pupils reveal some of the complex webs of empire and global connection within which the school was 
located. The largest numbers of students came from Edinburgh and nearby Leith, but others came 
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from all over Scotland including: Fife, Dumfries, Skye, Aberdeen, Inverness, Stirling and Argyle. A 
substantial minority of pupils came from England and Ireland and a number also came from overseas 
including from various parts of India; Cape Colony; the Orange Free State; Sydney; Melbourne; 
+XGVRQ¶V%D\WKH86DQG-DPDLFDxxix  
One such person was Thomas Hislop who arrived at the school in 1836.xxx Born enslaved in Jamaica, 
Hislop had been sent to the school by Reverend Hope Masterton Waddell of the Scottish Missionary 
Society who worked in Jamaica before going on to pursue missionary work in West Africa.xxxi 
µ:LWKRXWDVKLOOLQJWRKLVQDPH¶+LVORS¶VZHOIDUHZDVILUVWSURYLGHGIRUE\WKH/DGLHV$X[LOLDU\DQ
RUJDQLVDWLRQWKRURXJKO\LQWHJUDWHGLQWR(GLQEXUJK¶VSKLODQWKURSLFQHWZRUNVxxxii Marked by his colour, 
RWKHUSXSLOVRIWHQZURWHRIWKLVµEODFNQHJURER\¶LQWKHLURZQFRPSRVLWLRQV)HOORZVWXGHQWµ7%¶
GHPRQVWUDWHGERWKDIIHFWLRQIRU+LVORSµZHDOOORYHKLP¶DQGSDWURQLVLQJDGPLUDWLRQµ+LVORSLV
doing remarkably well, and learns his lesson DVZHOODVDQ\LQKLVFODVV¶xxxiii Hislop was frequently 
XVHGDVDVSULQJERDUGIRUVWXGHQWVWRFRQVLGHUZLGHULVVXHVRI(PSLUHDVLQµ7%¶¶VPRYHPHQWIURPD
FRPPHQWWKDW+LVORS¶VµIDWKHULVGHDGDQGKHZDVDVODYH¶WRKLVIROORZLQJH[SODQDWLRQWKDWµ>D@VODYe 
LVDSHUVRQZKREHORQJVWRKLVPDVWHU«DVODYHZRUNVYHU\KDUG6ODYHVZLOODOOEHIUHH,DPJODGRI
LW¶xxxiv Hislop maintained connected to Reverend Waddell while at the institution. When Waddell read 
one of his letters from his pulpit in Jamaica, his congregation raised the substantial collection of £8, 
VGWRVHQGWR(GLQEXUJKIRU+LVORS¶VFORWKLQJDVXEVWDQWLDODPRXQWIRUDFRQJUHJDWLRQWKDW
ODUJHO\FRQVLVWHGRIQHZO\HPDQFLSDWHGµDSSUHQWLFHV¶xxxv  
+LVORS¶VUHJXODUOHWWHUVWRKLVPRWKHUKHOSHGKLPWRmaintained affective connections to Jamaica. As 
KLVWRULDQVRIHPSLUHKDYHGHPRQVWUDWHGOHWWHUVRSHUDWHGDVµVSDFHVRIFRQQHFWLRQ¶WKDWKHOSHGWR
bridge the geographical distances of empire, particularly those affective ties between families.xxxvi 
Such is certDLQO\WUXHRI+LVORS¶VOHWWHUVUHSURGXFHGLQWKH,QVWLWXWLRQ¶V Annual Reports in the broken 
English typical of students who had OHDUQHG(QJOLVKODWHDQGPDLQWDLQHGE\GLUHFWRUVDVµHYLGHQFH¶RI
WKHLUDXWKHQWLFLW\µ,DPKLJKO\GHOLJKWHGWRFDOOP\PLQGstrongly to remember that my mother is 
OLYLQJDW&RUQZDOO6WDWLRQ¶+LVORSZURWHLQDIWHUKDYLQJEHHQDWWKHVFKRRO\HDUVµ,DP
wearying to go back to the West Indies for I have never seen you for long. The distance from you is 
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very great. I will bHLQMR\WROLYHLQP\RZQQDWLYHFRXQWU\ZKHQ,JRKRPH¶xxxvii Such sentiments 
conform closely to the ways in which Laura Ishiguro has argued letters were used by those separted 
by empire µVWUXJJOLQJDJDLQVWWKHFRQVWDQWWKUHDWRIGLYHUJLQJOLYHVDQGDIIHFWLRQV¶DVWKH\VRXJKWWR
µDUWLFXODWHLQWLPDF\DQGUHODWLRQVKLSV¶E\µUHLPDJLQLQJVSDFHDQGGLIIHUHQFH¶DQGE\µHYRNLQJ
GLIIHUHQWWLPHVSDVWDQGIXWXUH¶xxxviii Charles Mackenchney also wrote to Jamaica from the 
Edinburgh Institution to thank his brother for some PRQH\DQGWRVHQGKLPDµPLQLDWXUH¶KHKDG
drawn of himself in the looking-glass.xxxix Such letters and the material gifts that accompanied them 
helped family members to live in the minds of relatives at great geographical distance and to forge 
and maintain relationships across Empire.  
%XW+LVORS¶VOHWWHUVWRKLVPRWKHUDOVRUHYHDOWKHOLQHVRIGLVFRQWLQXLW\DQGGLVFRQQHFWLRQWKDWFRXOG
haunt these relationships. His repeated questions to his mother reveal his uncertainty about pretty 
basic dynamics of the famLO\KHSLQHVµ+RZROGDP,"¶KHDVNHGLQµ\RXZLOOWHOOPHKRZPDQ\
EURWKHUVDQGVLVWHUVKDYH,DQGZKDWDUHWKHLUQDPHV"¶RULQ a ODWHUOHWWHUµ,KDYHPXFKSOHDVXUHLQ
thinking about you. I send my best respects to you and my stepfather, named Richard Forbes. Whether 
LVKHDEODFNPDQRUDZKLWHPDQ"¶xl The questions (arising here from the dislocating effects of 
enslavement as well as geographical distance) VWULNLQJO\LOOXVWUDWH+LVORS¶VVHQVHRIGLVORFDWLRQDQG
attempt to situate himself in Jamaica whilst located in Edinburgh. From the correspondence available 
it does not seem +LVORS¶Vsearch for information was met with answers. There are other affecting 
examples of similar disconnects between pupils and their families: of emigrating siblings they had 
failed to wave off, and parents who failed to attend their annual displays.xli 
Hyslop soon became a star performer at the public exhibitions which formed a crucial part of the 
(GLQEXUJK,QVWLWXWLRQ¶VIXQGUDLVLQJDQGUHFUXLWPHQWVWUDWHJ\µ7KHOLRQRf the day was a little Negro 
ER\RI\HDUV¶WKHDundee Advertiser reported of the 1839 tour with the Berwick Advertiser 
LPSUHVVHGE\WKHZD\LQZKLFKWKLVµEODFNER\¶KDYLQJEHHQILQJHU-VSHOOHGWKHZRUGVµFROG¶µKRW¶
DQGµDQJU\¶JDYHHDFKZRUGµH[SUHVVLRQE\SDQWRPLPLFJHVWXUH¶xlii Such exhibitions projected the 
µFLYLOLVLQJ¶YDOXHRIGHDIHGXFDWLRQRQWRWKHSXSLOVZKRSURYLGHGVSHFLPHQVRIGHDISHRSOHZKRKDG
EHHQµWDPHG¶DQGµKXPDQLVHG¶(PERG\LQJµUDFLDO¶GLIIHUHQFHDVZHOODVWKHGLIIHUHQFHRIGLVDELlity, 
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+LVORS¶VSHUIRUPDQFHVFDUULHGZLWKWKHPIXUWKHUµFLYLOLVLQJ¶FRQQRWDWLRQVEULQJLQJWRPLQG
LQGLJHQRXVFRQYHUWVWR&KULVWLDQLW\PLVVLRQDULHVEURXJKWWR%ULWDLQWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHµFLYLOLVLQJ¶
effects of British education and recalling the presence of Empire in metropolitan Britain.  
The touring exhibitions might also be seen as attempts to build intra-national networks to operate 
alongside transnational and colonial webs of information. As with transnational networks localised 
flows of information were also subject to silence and disjuncture. Indeed, information about deaf 
education initially moved quicker between Paris, Edinburgh, London and New York than it diffused 
EH\RQGPHWURSROLWDQFLWLHV*HRUJH7DLW¶VSDUHQWVIURP&DLWKQHVVKLUHZHUHµGHOLJKWHG¶ZKHQ
having moved to Wick, a Minister of the Church first told them about deaf education. Before then, 
7DLWFODLPHGWKH\µthey had never heard of such an institution before, but and had always looked at 
PHZLWKDVRUWRIGHVSDLU¶xliii  Whilst compared wLWK+LVORS7DLWZDVDµORFDO¶VWXGHQW, the Edinburgh 
Institution was not only two hundred miles from his home, but a considerable cultural gulf from it 
both in terms of its location in the Scottish metropole and his introduction to sign language and Deaf 
culture. Pupils felt strong bonds of connection forged by their common experience of deafness.  Tait 
GHVFULEHGKLVµGHOLJKW¶RQHQWHULQJWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ when he saw IRUWKHILUVWWLPHµDQXPEHURIER\VDQG
JLUOV¶ ZKRPµOLNHP\VHOIQRQHRIWKHPFRXOGHLWKHU KHDURUVSHDN¶xliv Alexander Atkinson, an older 
SXSLOE\WKHWLPH7DLWDQG+LVORSMRLQHGWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDOVRFRPPHQGRQEHLQJµVHQVLEO\DIIHFWHG
ZKHQ,VDZWKDW,EHFDPHWKHJODQFHGRIILIW\\RXQJH\HVKDLOLQJHQRXJKWRVD\³2K&RPHWRXVIRU
we are aOOGHDIDQGGXPEOLNH\RX¶xlv Both Tait and Atkinson were also immediately struck by the 
way in which their fellow pupils communicated µRQWKHLUILQJHUV¶Sign language, which new students 
quickly embraced, was a cornerstone of Deaf identity and spread rapidly in deaf institutions as 
children from Deaf families shared their languages with those from hearing families and improvised 
their own. 
Having trained in tailoring at the Edinburgh Institution, Thomas Hislop was apprenticed to a Mr 
Simpson in Edinburgh in 1843. In letters sent as a schoolboy Hislop had repeatedly said that having 
become proficient in a trade, he would return to Jamaica and support his mother there, but, not only 
did Tait fail to find Hislop there, I too have been unable to trace his life beyond the institution.xlvi 
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George Tait, meanwhile, left school aged sixteen eager to travel. His home in Caithnessshire felt 
µGHVRODWH¶VLQFHKLVPRWKHU¶VGHDWKDQGKLVPLQGZDVµfull of what I had heard of countries far across 
WKHVHD¶xlvii His enthusiasm to travel was further increased by his visit to the 1851 Great Exhibition 
ZKHUHKHµPHWZLWKSHRSOHRIDOPRVWHYHU\WRQJXHDQGQDWLRQ¶DQGOLNHVRPDQ\RWKHUYLVLWRUVXVHG
the exhibition as a prism through which to locate himself in a global and imperial context.xlviii  From 
London, Tait travelled to France, then on to Liverpool before deciding to travel to America, a place he 
saw DVµDEULJKWYLVLRQRIVLOYHUDQGJROG¶DQGZKHUHKHLPDJLQHGKHZRXOGPDNe his 
µIRUWXQH¶xlix 
 
Movement within and beyond the British Empire forged global connections as people took with them 
experiences from different global locations. But as in the fractures and discontinuities rupturing other 
kinds of connection, these networks were also characterised by constraints and prohibitions that 
limited certain people from living global lives and moving as easily as others.  Disability was not only 
imaginatively linked with immobility and stasis, it could also be used to prohibit movement.l Like 
PDQ\SHRSOHODEHOOHGµGLVDEOHG¶7DLWFDPHXSDJDLQVWVWUXFWXUDOUHVWUDLQWVWU\LQJWROHDYH%ULWDLQ
:KHQILQGLQJDVKLSWRVDLOWKH$WODQWLF7DLW¶Vdeafness nearly prevented him from fulfilling his 
GUHDPKDYLQJEHHQWROGE\WKHFDSWDLQWKDWµKHZDVQRWDOORZHGXQGHUDKHDY\SHQDOW\WRWDNHDSHUVRQ
LQILUPHGLQDQ\ZD\RXWRI(QJODQGZLWKRXWILUVWKDYLQJSURSHUDXWKRULW\WRGRVR¶li The health of 
passengers on transatlantic ships was a perennial concern for the captains and ship owners as ships 
themselves were thought to be dangerous places for the spread of disease.lii Burgeoning colonial 
societies also expressed concern that their territories were being XVHGDVµGXPSLQJJURXQGV¶IRUWKH
µXQGHVLUDEOH¶RIWKHPHWURSROH± paupers and invalids.liii /DWHULWZDVFODLPVRIUDFLDOµLPSXULW\¶WKDW
were most marked: there were many confluences between the languages of ethnicity and the 
languages of disability as categories of exclusion.liv This particular captain, however, took pity on 
7DLWDQGµGUHVVHGKLPLQDEOXHVXLWDQGEODFNHQHGP\IDFHZLWKVRRWWRPDNHPHORRNPRUHOLNHWKH
RWKHUJULP\VDLORUV¶LQZKLFKRXWILWWRKLVJUHDWUHOLHIWKHFXVWRPVRIILFHUVWRRNQo notice of him at 
all.lv 
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$VIRUPDQ\FRORQLDOVHWWOHUV7DLW¶VFRXUVHRIPLJUDWLRQDQGVHWWOHPHQW was determined by 
connections of family and friendship. Upon leaving Jamaica, Tait struck up friendship with an 
(QJOLVKPDQDQGIHOORZµIRUWXQHKXQWHU¶RIDERXt his own age and together, they travelled to New 
York, Boston and Maine where Tait worked in a shipyard intending to then travel to California. But, 
having learned from one of his work-mates that an uncle of his had settled in Nova Scotia, he wrote to 
the XQFOHDQGZHQWWKHUHLQVWHDG2QDUULYLQJLQ+DOLID[7DLWUHFDOOHGKHµFRXOGQRWKHOSODXJKLQJDW
KLV>XQFOH¶V@VXUSULVHZKHQKHVDZWKDW,ZDVGHDIDQGGXPEIRUKHKDGQRWNQRZQLWEHIRUH¶lvi 
Deafness, like the difference of colour, was something that could be effectively hidden in written 
correspondence. 
But despite hiding his deafness when securing travel, a home and job, mobility and migration also 
allowed Tait to extend his engagement with deaf networks. He visited the Paris Deaf and Dumb 
Asylum, seen as the heart of western deaf education in this period and, of course, enquired after 
Hislop in Jamaica. Tait continued to build Deaf connections in Nova Scotia where, shortly after his 
arrival in Halifax, he was approached by a man who asked him to teach his 12-year-old deaf daughter. 
The girl mobilised her own networks to gather up other deaf children in the vicinity and Tait began 
larger classes. One day, when walking along the street, Tait noticed a man and woman signing.lvii On 
approaching them he discovered that the man, William Grey, had also been educated at the Edinburgh 
Institution, and, again like Tait, had intended to immigrate to the US (where he had a brother) but had 
HQGHGXSLQ&DQDGDE\FKDQFH*UH\¶VZLIH,VDEHOla, was also deaf and Scottish. Together, Tait and 
Grey, set up an institution themselves, the Institution of the Deaf and Dumb in Halifax (hereon 
Halifax Institution).lviii 
Between Nova-6FRWLDDQGµ$XOG6FRWODQG¶IURPLQVWLWXWLRQDOQHWZRUNVWRLPDJLQDWLYH
connections 
Founded in 1856, the Halifax Institution was the first deaf school in Nova Scotia and, like the 
Edinburgh Institution, attracted pupils from a wide-geographical area.lix Before it opened deaf Nova 
Scotians had been educated in the US and Britain (including at the Braidwood Academy and the 
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Edinburgh Institution).lx The school was soon noted by Reverend James Cuppaidge Cochran, a 
hearing Anglican clergyman who had been interested in deafness since a serendipitous shipboard 
meeting with Laurent Clerc, a famous Deaf Frenchman who emigrated to the US where he went on to 
become known DVµWKH$SRVWOHRIWKH'HDILQ$PHULFD¶.lxi :LWK&RFKUDQ¶VKHOSWKHVFKRROWDSSHGLQWR
local philanthropic and religious networks and successfully petitioned the Nova Scotia government to 
fund the institution.lxii Doing so from 1857, Nova Scotia was innovative in recognising through 
funding, that educating deaf children was a civic duty.lxiii The importance of this legislation was 
recognised in the transnational Deaf press (about which more below), which in the 1860s noted that 
µVRIDUDVVWDWHSURYLVLRQIRUWKHGHDIDQGGXPELVFRQFHUQHG1RYD6FRWLDKDVVHWDQH[DPSOHZKLFK
PLJKWRURXJKWWREHLPLWDWHGE\WKHPRWKHUFRXQWU\LWVHOI¶lxiv As with other networks of empire, 
flows of information, practice and expectations around deafness could flow from colony to metropole 
as well as vice versa.  
Throughout the nineteenth century the Halifax and the Edinburgh Institutions maintained strong 
institutional FRQQHFWLRQV+DOLID[¶VILUVWSULQFLSDO-DPHV6FRWW+XWWRQZDVrecommended by the 
Directors of the Edinburgh Institution where he had worked as an assistant teacher for ten years 
SUHYLRXVO\+HWRRNZLWKKLPZRUWKRIERRNVDQGHTXLSPHQWIURPµNLQGUHG institutions in the 
PRWKHUFRXQWU\¶WRJHWWKHQHZVFKRRORIWKHJURXQGlxv Three years later, Hutton was joined by his 
parents and sister; his father, George Hutton, who had worked himself as a teacher of the deaf in 
Scotland for forty years, became a full-time volunteer teacher at Halifax.lxvi Teachers of the deaf 
moved through tight networks yet wide-ranging networks DQGLQPDQ\ZD\VHPERG\WKHµVSDWLDOO\
H[WHQVLYHZHEVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶GHVFULEHGE\$ODQ/HVWHUDQG'DYLG/DPEHUWDVFKDUDFWHULVLQJWKH
geographies of colonial philanthropy.lxvii  When Hutton resigned from the Halifax School in 1878 he 
was replaced by Albert Frederick Woodbridge from Glasgow Mission to the Deaf and Dumb, a 
mission with close institutional links to Edinburgh.lxviii After a brief period as vice-principal at the 
Ulster Institution for the Deaf and Dumb in Belfast, Ireland, Hutton returned to Halifax in 1882 where 
he resumed the position of principal (Woodbridge went on to found the Fredericton Institution for the 
Deaf and Dumb in New Brunswick).lxix These connections continued. James Fearon, who succeeded 
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+XWWRQ¶VVHFRQGVWLQWDt Halifax in 1891 was originally from Portadown, Ireland, trained in deaf 
education under Hutton at Belfast, and then taught at the Margate and Birmingham Institutions before 
moving to Nova Scotia to replace his old teacher.lxx His successor, George Batman, was born in 
England, taught at deaf schools at Margate and Dublin and then immigrated to Nova Scotia in 
1918.lxxi As Elizabeth Harvey has demonstrated in regards to philanthropic networks, such 
connections were cemented by marriage and family, as well as other forms of patronage.lxxii With 
founders, principals and teaching assistants all connected to the British institutions, it is unsurprising 
that practices of education, and indeed that sign-language itself, was carried between colonial 
locations.lxxiii 
Mobility facilitated the dissemination of shifting techniques in deaf pedagogy. When Hutton had first 
arrived in Halifax, he had taught using manualism (as was then practiced in Edinburgh) and was so 
strongly against oralism that the National Deaf-Mute College in Washington awarded him an 
KRQRUDU\PDVWHU¶VGHJUHHIRUKLVFRPPLWPHQWWRVLJQHGDSSURDFKHVlxxiv But, when in Ireland, Hutton 
became immersed in the oral method and after his return to Halifax he placed further stress on 
articulation and lip-reading, and the Halifax Institution switched to oralism. In addition, Hutton 
produced a number of textbooks for deaf pupils, which were used in Canada, the US and in Britain.lxxv 
He also contributed to the American Annals of the Deaf and Dumb published in Washington D.C. 
which was an important Deaf publication, founded in 1847 and read across the Anglo-Deaf World.lxxvi 
It was not only the textual output of (hearing) teachers that circulated through transnational networks 
in this period, it was also one which saw the burgeoning of Deaf identities fuelled by increased 
mobility. Scholars of deafness have argued that the nineteenth century saw Deaf communities and 
identities germinate and flourish within individual national contexts.lxxvii The scholar of deafness 
Joseph Murrey has taken this further, arguing that Deaf Americans and Deaf Britons felt more 
likeness with each other than they did with their co-nationals. Murrey argues that a sense of 
transatlantic 'HDIµNLQVKLS¶ZDVFUHDWHGWKURXJKERQGVIRUJHGE\XVLQJDOEeit different) signed 
languages, exclusion from their respective nations, a shared visual culture, and a common rejection of 
socio-medical ideologies around disability.lxxviii Deaf periodicals, such as the American Annals of the 
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Deaf ZHUHSDUWRIWKLV$V-RKQ9DQ&HOYHDQG%DUU\&URXFKDUJXH'HDISHULRGLFDOVµVHUYHGDVWKH
FXOWXUDOFRQQHFWLRQVWKDWHVWDEOLVKHGDQGPDLQWDLQHGJURXSFRKHVLRQ¶ZLWKLQWKH$PHULFDQ'HDI
community.lxxixAgain, this unifying function also operated across national boundaries, not least 
because the American Annals regularly reported on the changes of staff and notable events of both the 
Edinburgh and the Halifax Institutions and was read by some of its staff and students. Pupils were 
also encouraged to form Deaf connections across remote geographical locations on a smaller scale. In 
1816, for example, Helen Hall, a student at the Edinburgh Institution, wrote to Alice Cogswell, a deaf 
American girl. µ+DYLQJOHDUQHGIURP0U*DOODXGet that you are in the same situation with myself, I 
WDNHWKLVRSSRUWXQLW\RIZLULQJ\RXDIHZOLQHVE\KLP¶+DOOZURWH (Gallaudet was a leading French 
deaf educationalist, who, together with the aforementioned Laurent Clerc, founded deaf education in 
the US).lxxx She told Alice DOODERXWKHUHGXFDWLRQKRZVKHKDGRQO\VSRNHQµLQVLJQV¶EXWZDVQRZ
UHDGLQJDQGZULWLQJLQ(QJOLVKDQGKRZ*DOODXGHWKDGWROGKHUWKHUHZHUHµDJUHDWPDQ\GHDIDQG
GXPESHUVRQVLQ$PHULFD¶ZKRPVKHZDVµIHHOLQJVRUURZIRU¶lxxxi In such exercises one might 
perceive the origins of a Deaf imaginary.  
As Deaf identities circulated, they intersected with, rather than simply replaced, national and imperial 
identities. *HRUJH7DLW¶Vmemoir is, in some ways, very much in the tradition of Deaf 
internationalism7KHERRN¶Vfront-piece and back-piece are illustrations of the manual alphabet in 
both its two-handed British version and one handed Franco-American version respectively. And he 
concludes ZLWKWKHIROORZLQJZRUGVµ1RZGHDUUHDGHUP\VWory is ended up to the present (1878) and 
,I,KDYHVXFFHHGHGLQHOLFLWLQJ\RXUV\PSDWK\LQIDYRU>VLF@RIWKH³&KLOGUHQRI6LOHQFH´LWZLOOQRWEH
DOWRJHWKHUDIDLOXUH¶lxxxii But he also took the reader on a journey back to Britain«µ,VKDOOLQYLWHP\
readeUWRWUDYHOLQLPDJLQDWLRQIDUDFURVVWKHEURDG$WODQWLFWRWKHKHDWKHU\KLOOVRI³$XOG6FRWODQG´ 
he wrote, ³ZKHUHWKHNLOWHGODGVDUHERUQ´WRYLVLWWKHKDXQWVRIP\HDUO\FKLOGKRRG¶lxxxiii Scotland and 
Nova Scotia remained very much bound together in TaiW¶V thinking as different, distant and yet 
connected spaces across which he could map his identity. But he also identified with a Deaf 
community that was not confined to national boundaries, or even an Anglophonic world. The 
transnational nature of the Deaf networks of which Tait was a part are redolent, not least in the fact 
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that his autobiography was published bound with a lengthy extract from an American report about the 
history of deaf education in Britain, Germany, US, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Canada, Austria, Portugal, 
Belgium, Holland and Russia. 
Conclusion: connections, networks and identities  
Whilst deafness is often used metaphorically to indicate a lack of connection, in this article I have 
explored some of the connections and networks through which understandings, practices, lived 
experiences and representations of deafness circulated in the nineteenth century. Using the Edinburgh 
Institution as a highly connected hub, I looked at how its pupils, teachers, textbooks and ideas 
circulated translocally, transnationally and transcolonially carrying with them ways of being Deaf and 
treating deaf people.  
Because I have used the life of George Tait as a way into these networks, I have particularly focussed 
on the connections between Edinburgh and Halifax. But Deaf networks can also be traced in other 
directions. In Australia, the earliest known non-Aborigine signing person was also an Edinburgh 
Institution alumnus, John Carmichael, who immigrated to Sydney to work as an engraver in 1825.lxxxiv 
The first the Deaf and Dumb Institution in Sydney was founded in 1860 by Thomas Pattison, another 
former pupil and former monitor at the Edinburgh Institution, whilst the first school in Melbourne was 
opened by Frederick Rose, an alumnus of the Old Kent Road School, London.lxxxv  In New Zealand, 
practices of deaf education were introduced by hearing teachers rather than deaf migrants. British 
Sign Language was first introduced by a Dorcas Mitchell who had emigrated from England with a 
family with four deaf children. Mitchell lost out on the position of principal to the first Deaf School in 
New Zealand (opened in 1880) to Gerrit Van Asch, a Dutch man who had emigrated to Manchester to 
teach the children of a Jewish merchant before setting up an oral school in London and then migrating 
to New Zealand to take up the position.lxxxvi Beyond the settler Empire, missionaries spread European 
practices of deaf education, some indigenous people came to Britain to train in deaf pedagogies, and 
towards the end of the nineteenth century legislative measures followed in the wake of these more 
informal developments. Other connections are illuminated if we trace the infrastructure supporting 
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such institutions. Philanthropy was a highly networked enterprise and one where we see a high 
proportion of female participants. Ann Alison Goodlet (née Panton), born Edinburgh in 1824, is one 
such example. Having immigrated to Australia from Scotland she served as a member of the board to 
the New South Wales Institution for the Deaf Dumb and Blind as well as investing in local 
philanthropic endeavours (such as the Sydney Female Refuge Society) and imperial enterprises (such 
DVWKH1HZ+HEULGHV0LVVLRQDQGWKH&KXUFKRI6FRWODQG¶V=HQDQD0LVVLRQLQ0DGUDVlxxxvii Family 
and kinship also structured Deaf networks. Alexander Graham Bell (inventor of the telephone as well 
DVGHDIHGXFDWLRQDOLVWDQGHXJHQLFLVWZDVVRWHUULILHGE\WKHKLJKUDWHVRIµLQWHU-GHDIPDUULDJH¶ZKLFK
he believed were facilitated by deaf institutions (such as Edinburgh and Halifax, both of which he 
visitHGWKDWKHIHDUHGWKHFUHDWLRQRIDµGHDIYDULHW\RIWKHKXPDQUDFH¶lxxxviii Yet Bell (who was born 
in Scotland, immigrated to Canada and taught in the US) himself owed his interest in deafness to his 
deaf PRWKHUKLVIDWKHU¶VZRUNLQ6FRWODQGDVDGHDIWHDFKHU and his own marriage to a deaf woman. 
Besides illuminating lives and experiences usually omitted from the historiography of empire, Deaf 
connections also offer a new set of relationships through which to think about colonial networks more 
generally. The origins of pupils at the Edinburgh Institution were shaped by their parents¶ 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQFRORQLDOSURMHFWVDQGVXEVHTXHQWORFDWLRQLQ&DOFXWWD%RPED\+XGVRQ¶V%D\DQG
Cape Town. The British Empire was crucial to what children at both the Edinburgh and the Halifax 
institution were taught about history, geography and belonging not least in -DPHV+XWWRQ¶VJHRJUDSK\
WH[WERRNVZKHUHKLVVWXGHQWVLQ+DOLID[ZHUHWDXJKWµ:HDUHDOOFKLOGUHQRI2OG(QJODQG:HPXVW
love and honour Britain as our Mother CoXQWU\¶lxxxix Children of colour, such as Thomas Hislop, 
raised questions about empire, slavery and identity back in Scotland that were reflected on by their 
peers. At the same time, these connections stretched well beyond the British Empire. William Grey 
and George Tait had both planned to migrate to the US, despite ending up in Canada and Grey went 
onto settle there. The American Annals of the Deaf were widely read in Britain, Canada and Australia. 
Continental Europe was central to the development of deaf pedagogues as it was to their contestation. 
The 1880 Conference of Milan which decreed manualism should be universally abandoned in favour 
of the oral method, contained representatives from at least seven different countries and had global 
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implications. The shipboard meeting between Laurent Clerc and Rev. Cochran, so important in 
generating funding for the Halifax Institution, demonstrates the contestant interaction of these 
different networks. The networks were multi-layered as well as multi-directional and intersectional. 
Connections could be affective, institutional, ideological or hierarchical; they could take the form of 
both sporadic and serendipitous meetings and well-worn carefully planned patterns of exchange. 
Pupils, teachers, textbooks, money and ideas circulated in different directions and at different speeds. 
Looking at deaf networks also allows us to think more about the embodied dynamics of movement. 
Disability could be something that could generate movement and travel, DVLQ+LVORS¶VMRXUQH\to 
Scotland, or limit it, as in the constraints Tait faced when trying to leave Britain. The barriers he 
encountered, and the disconnections that remain, remind us of the way in which all networks are also 
prone to fracture, fragmentation and silence. 
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